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Abstract 
The two-folded nature of learning, cognitive and social, presents educators with a new problem: creating and implementing the 
didactic system that empowers learning through collaboration. The purpose of this article is to theoretically substantiate the 
didactic system which educationally empowers student collaborative learning. Extensive review of literature revealed three 
factors of educational empowerment: legitimacy – the foundation of the learning paradigm; the collaborative learning 
competence; and inclusion in the learning process. Four areas are analyzed: context, content, educator, and learners. The 
findings and results are summarized by illustrating the phases of educational empowerment of collaborative learning and 
recommendations for its implementation.  
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1. Introduction 
The conception of contemporary learning has shifted from a summative process approached by a learner’s 
acquisition of knowledge to a socially empowered developmental process in which individuals collaborate during 
learning and redefine knowledge structures as well as co-create new knowledge (Borthick, Jones, & Wakai, 2003). 
Thus, realizing the two-folded nature of learning, cognitive and social, raises a new problem for the present-day 
educators: creating and implementing a system that educationally empowers learning through collaboration in the 
university studies. Such a system would empower learners to create new collective and individual knowledge 
through the means of learning in collaboration and subsequently become professional knowledge members and 
workers of the modern knowledge society and economics. 
Authors who study collaborative learning (Boxtel van, Linden, van der, & Kanselaar, 2000; Borthick, Jones, & 
Wakai, 2003; Beers, Boshuizen, & Kirschner, 2005; Gweon, Rosé, Carey, & Zaiss, 2006; Rummel, Spada, & 
Hauser, 2009; Gratton & Erickson, 2011) in higher education, primarily investigate the application of a specific 
collaborative learning aspect (e.g. scripted negotiation) to achieve a desired outcome (e.g. shared knowledge) in a 
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certain instance. However, a system detailing the parameters required to educationally empower student learning 
through collaboration in a university studies, has not yet been identified in the works of prior research. In this 
context, the research problem question is: What educational system should be implemented in university studies to 
educationally empower students to learn collaboratively and what are its necessary preconditions? 
2. Theoretical substantiation of educational empowerment of student collaborative learning in the studies 
2.1. Conception of collaboration and collaborative learning 
The concept of collaborative learning encompasses two perspectives: 1) learning – as a cognitive approach 
(Anderson et al., 2000), specifically acquiring content; and 2) collaboration – the form, means used to accomplish 
the learning process, which is primarily based on the social constructivism theory (Dewey, 1916; Piaget, 1977 
[1928]; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; Roschelle, 1992;  Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1994; Wenger, 1998; Zhu, 1998). Thus, 
collaborative learning is grounded on the philosophical conceptions of cognitive and social constructivism. It 
explains that successful learning first occurs on the social level, when individuals externalize their own knowledge 
and experience through the means of communication and interactions with others, then internalizing the new 
knowledge and experience which is being co-created while collaborating with others, thus eventually co-
constructing the final collective outcome (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986). 
 
Based on a learning paradigm, collaborative learning can take place in a pair of students, a group of students 
(three and more), between student and educator, among student groups and an educator (Juceviciene, 2007). 
Vizgirdaite & Fridrikaite (2012) claim that specific managerial factors condition the collaborative learning 
environment: it is impacted by higher education policies and a university (context), study program and a module 
(content), an educator, and learners. Thus, four main collaborative learning components can be emphasized and 
analyzed as the essential factors of student collaborative learning in the university studies: context (social and 
academic culture, policies of higher education and a university, and the physical learning environment), content 
(study program, course outline, scripted and/or improvised tasks), educator (who possesses the collaborative 
learning competence), learners - students (who possess the collaborative learning competence).  
 
The social, academic and physical context should be grounded on a democratic foundation, emphasizing 
autonomy, and should guarantee physical conditions fostering social interactivity. The content of the study program 
and the course outline should promote collaborative learning through goals, objectives, topics, methods and 
assessment. The task structure and lecture design should be constructed to target student expectations and 
competences, and should provide learners with conditions fostering their learning through collaboration. In this 
respect an educator should possess a collaborative learning competence – have necessary knowledge and experience 
of the subject, knowledge what collaborative learning is and how it needs to be achieved; as well as capability to use 
differentiated and individualized teaching based on the learning paradigm and social constructivism by using 
different teaching methods, specifically scaffolding. To participate in collaborative learning learners must possess 
cognitive and social capabilities – know how to learn, possessing necessary subject and collaborative knowledge and 
experience and being capable to utilize these aspects in their learning processes. Figure 1 reflects the parameters of 
student collaborative learning in the university studies (Vizgirdaite & Fridrikaite, 2012). 
  
3832   Jurgita Vizgirdaite and Palmira Juceviciene /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  3830 – 3837 
 
Figure 1. Parameters of student collaborative learning in the university studies 
2.2. Conception of educational empowerment 
Cohen (1994) observes that learners do not usually collaborate well spontaneously. Specific instructional support 
should be utilized to guarantee a higher quality of collaborative learning processes and individual learning 
outcomes. Such instructional support can be achieved through educational empowerment of student’s performance.  
 
Juceviciene et al. (2010) explain that empowerment is the process that is performed by an individual in power 
who seeks to share it with others. During university studies students can be educationally empowered if and when: 
the power is shared with them and they have the right to make decisions and control their own learning – legitimacy, 
an educator as well as the students are capable to perform successfully during the learning process – are competent, 
and learning is promoted trough adequate means while including learners in the learning process. 
 
The main factor that may ensure the provision of power in order to achieve legitimacy is a study program. 
According to Juceviciene (2007) an environment that promotes overall learning of students, that is learning from 
self, from environment, from other students, from an educator as well as various information sources, is the one that 
is grounded on a learning paradigm. Thus, to achieve the presence of legitimacy, a study program should be created 
based on the goals of the learning paradigm. Such a study program fosters collaborative learning and provides a 
student with a right to participate in this process. Thus, two alternatives are possible: 
1) Permanent (continuous) provision of power – a study program which is based on a learning paradigm and 
thus is encoded to promote collaborative learning in the studies; 
2) Episodic (temporary, fragmentary) provision of power – a study program which is not based on a learning 
paradigm, but its certain modules may either have study outcomes or learning methods that are based on a 
learning paradigm.  
 
If legitimacy is present, an educator and students’ collaborative learning competence should be assessed. 
Collaborative learning competence for an educator is compulsory. Competence includes an individual’s knowledge, 
capabilities, skills, values, attitudes, and other personal traits that are accumulated towards the performance 
capabilities that empower the person to pursue goals in different contexts (Juceviciene & Lepaite, 2001). 
Lipinskiene (2002) states that for a student to be capable to study in a higher education institution, s/he needs to 
possess a general competence that should have been acquired in high school. This general competence that provides 
a capability to study in higher education includes: learning and independent work, intellectual, communication, and 
personal capabilities. However, students should also have a specific competence that is required by a certain higher 
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education institution, study program, or module. Thus, a student must possess a subject competence to successfully 
study in a chosen area. This means that for students to be capable to successfully perform during a collaborative 
learning process, they must possess: general learning competence, field/subject competence in their chosen study 
area, as well as a competence to collaborate with others. When one of the alternatives of provision of power is 
present, a student’s collaborative learning competence should be assessed by an educator based on three main 
factors:  
1) knowledge – the student’s level of subject knowledge is in accordance with the requirements set upon in the 
study program and the module; the student is also familiar with collaborative learning in the studies; 
2) capabilities – the student has acquired the main collaborative learning capabilities: cognitive, social, and 
reflective. A student is capable to: actively and constructively share knowledge and experience (critical 
discourse); critically assess discussed information and contemplated ideas (thought process); monitor the 
quality of progress and actively control it.  
3) attitude – capability to achieve agreement between themselves and an educator. 
 
Learner’s collaborative learning competence could be evaluated through the application of Vygotsky’s (1978, 
1986) zone of proximal development (ZPD) theory. Here, the perspectives of collaborative learning as well as the 
theory of the zone of proximal development should be explained. 
 
Firstly, collaborative learning can be perceived and analyzed as a goal of study. In this case, an educator and 
learners have a goal to study and master the capability of collaborative learning (learn about collaborative learning). 
Secondly, it can be approached as a method of study used to achieve another goal – learning specific educational 
content (subject matter) through collaboration with other learners. Thus, as a goal, collaborative learning is the 
subject matter taught to the learners so that they know how they can use collaboration while together seeking the 
goals of learning. On the other hand, if collaborative learning is used only as a method, it means that the participants 
are already familiar with it, have necessary knowledge, capabilities, and attitudes, and, thus, it can be used to 
achieve other educational goals (Vizgirdaite & Fridrikaite, 2012). In this article, we approach collaborative learning 
as a method.  
 
Meanwhile, a learner’s collaborative learning competence is grounded on their knowledge, capabilities, and 
attitudes in two areas - subject matter and collaborative learning. What are the possible collaborative learning 
competence levels based on Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) ZPD? Lev Vygotsky (ibid) developed the ZPD theory that 
defines the gap between what the learners have already mastered and what learners can achieve when provided with 
appropriate support (known as scaffolding) from the more knowledgeable other. There are three ZPD levels: a) the 
zone of actual development (ZAD) – a learner is competent, has necessary knowledge and capabilities in a specific 
area, therefore while acting his/her knowledge is used not developed; b) the zone of proximal development (ZPD) – 
the learner has some competence in the specific area, but it is not enough to implement the particular learning, 
therefore from time-to-time he/she needs support from the more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky emphasized the 
role of a pedagogue) to move to the zone of actual development; c) the zone of potential development (ZPoD)– the 
learner is absolutely not competent to learn – does not have necessary basic knowledge or capabilities in the specific 
area, s/he has to be permanently guided step-by-step by the knowledgeable other. How can this information be used 
by an educator when determining a learner’s collaborative learning competence level and how does it relate to 
educational empowerment?  
 
When the zone of actual development is emphasized (ZAD):  
 If both a learner’s subject and collaborative learning competences are in the zone of actual development, this 
means that s/he can immediately apply the possessed knowledge; the knowledge is used but not developed.  
 
When the zone of potential development (ZPoD) is emphasized:  
The learner who is in the zone of potential development does not possess the collaborative learning competence – 
has no knowledge or capabilities of the subject matter or of learning in collaboration. Such a learner is not ready to 
participate in learning processes self-dependently, because such a person requires overall permanent guidance and 
support.  
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However, a learner may be in the ZPoD level based on their subject matter, but may at the same time be in the 
ZAD from the perspective of collaborative learning. Thus, a hypothesis can be made that a learner whose subject 
matter is in the ZPoD, but collaborative learning in the ZAD, may learn relatively self-dependently and her/his 
subject matter knowledge will be moved up through the zones of development. This hypothesis seems fairly realistic 
if we ground it on the research findings received by Valentina Burksiene (2012). In her dissertation Burksiene (ibid) 
researched an organizational learning for sustainable development of individuals who were learning in the group. 
The author’s findings reveal that an individual, originally assessed as having the competence in the zone of potential 
development, can move to the upper development levels by participating in the appropriate environment, such as 
being a member of a group engaged in a certain activity and obtaining the competence due to the direct impact from 
the ongoing collective activities of purposeful learning. This means that a learner who does not have the subject 
matter competence (is in the potential level), but has the competence of learning in collaboration (is in the actual 
level), can move to the upper levels of development by participating in collaborative learning.  
 
On the other hand, a learner’s subject matter competence can be in the potential zone and collaborative learning 
in the zone of proximal development. This suggests another hypothesis which offers lower chances for learning, 
because a learner will need to obtain knowledge and experience about learning in collaboration. 
 
When the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is emphasized:  
If both the subject matter and collaborative learning competences are in the zone of proximal development, it can 
be hypothesized that: a double learning, acquiring subject matter and collaborative learning knowledge and 
capabilities, must occur for the learner to move to the zone of actual development, if... Based on Vygotsky (ibid) this 
hypothesis should conclude that: ... if pedagogical support is episodically provided in order to obtain the subject 
knowledge and the necessary knowledge about collaborative learning According to Vygotsky this pedagogical 
support can be provided only by the pedagogue, however, our final hypothesis, which needs empirical testing, 
includes the following: when both the subject matter and collaborative learning competences are in the zone of 
proximal development, a double learning, acquiring subject matter and collaborative learning knowledge and 
capabilities, must occur for the learner to move to the zone of actual development, if this support is provided by 
students to each other during the process of collaborative learning.  We modify this hypothesis in this way, because 
collaborative learning itself (as a collective learning), although still not occurring on the necessary level, may 
provide higher level of support to the students as compared to the methods of individual learning.  
 
This hypothesis is even more realistic, if learners’ collaborative learning competence is in the ZAD level and 
subject competence in the ZPD level.  
 
Moreover, the hypothesis also seems very realistic when subject competence is in the ZAD level and 
collaborative learning competence is in the ZPD level. The latter competence may be developed up to the ZAD level 
by students themselves through mutual support and consultation. The above can be stated with confidence relying 
on the case of empirical research conducted by V. Burksiene when an employee’s knowledge developed from the 
ZPoD level to the upper level in the instance of collective learning.  
All of the above hypotheses are structured in Table 1.  
 
Table 1. Student learning alternatives based on their subject and collaborative learning competences and Vygotsky’s ZPD theory 
Competence according to ZAD, ZPD, ZPoD Hypothetical statement 
ZAD  
1. Learner's subject matter and collaborative 
learning competences are in the ZAD level. 
1. A learner can immediately apply the possessed 
knowledge and capabilities. 
ZPoD  
2. Subject and collaborative learning 
competences are in the ZpoD level. 
2. A learner requires overall permanent guidance and 
support, cannot learn self-dependently. 
3. Subject c. in ZpoD, collaborative learning in 
the ZAD. 
3. A learner may learn relatively self-dependently and 
her/his subject matter c. will develop (based on V 
Burksiene, 2012). 
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4. Subject matter c. is in the ZpoD, 
collaborative learning in the ZPD. 
4. A learner needs to obtain collaborative learning 
knowledge and experience. Lower chances for learning. 
ZPD  
5. Subject matter and collaborative learning c. 
are in the ZPD. 
5. A double learning, acquiring subject and collaborative 
learning competences, must occur for the learner to move 
to the ZAD: 
a) pedagogical support is episodically provided in order 
to obtain the subject and collaborative learning c. 
(based on Vygotsky) 
b) support is provided by students to each other during 
the learning process (based on the authors of this 
article). 
6. Collaborative learning c. is in the ZAD, 
subject c. in the ZPD level. 
6. A learner acquires subject knowledge and capabilities 
from learning in collaboration. 
7. Subject c. is in the ZAD level and 
collaborative learning in the ZPD level. 
7. Collaborative leaning c. is developed to the ZAD by 
students through mutual support and consultation 
(Burksiene, 2012). 
 
Thus, to be capable to participate in the collaborative learning process, a learner must possess a certain level of 
knowledge, capabilities, and attitudes about the subject matter and learning in collaboration with others. However, 
this also means that an educator must be capable to assess this level and adjust teaching accordingly.  
3. Didactic system of student educational empowerment to learn collaboratively in the university studies and 
its implementation 
According to Lipinskiene (2002), the didactic system of higher education encompasses the following main 
elements: teaching and learning goals, content, forms, methods, tools, an educator and learners (students in this 
case), assessment, and other aspects. 
 
Implementation of collaborative learning in a specific course/module requires the implementation of the below 
factors listed in three stages. Implementation of collaborative learning in a course and its educational empowerment 
requires a competent educator’s performance in this area. S/he should possess appropriate knowledge and 
capabilities as well as positive attitudes towards such a method. Firstly, the educator should conduct the analysis of 
the primary conditions – context, study program and module to assess the collaborative learning legitimacy. The 
next step is the assessment of the collaborative learning competence of the learners based on Vygotsky’s ZPD 
theory. After the context and learners have been assessed and deemed possible for collaborative learning to be 
implemented, a competent educator should work on implementing the didactic system to appropriately include 
learners in the learning process by individualizing and differentiating the teaching style based on the learner’s 
competence. The inclusion in the learning process includes an entire didactic system encompassing adequate goals, 
content, forms, methods, tools, tasks, assessment, etc. The summarized theoretical analysis is illustrated in the below 
theoretical model (Figure 2) revealing the stages of the educational empowerment of student collaborative learning 
in the university studies: 1) stage one – assessment of legitimacy; 2) stage two – assessment of learner competence; 
3) inclusion in the learning process through the implementation of the didactic system.  
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Figure 2. Theoretical model of the educational empowerment of student collaborative learning in the university studies 
4. Conclusion 
Our research revealed that educational empowerment of student collaborative learning in the university studies 
includes three stages: assessment of the appropriateness of the context and possibilities of empowering collaborative 
learning; assessment of learner collaborative learning competence; and implementation of a well prepared didactic 
system. This process requires an educator who has a collaborative learning competence – possesses necessary 
knowledge, capabilities, and attitudes in this area.  Big challenge for future research is to prove empirically the 
hypotheses of the student learning alternatives based on their subject and collaborative learning competences 
according to Vygotsky’s ZPD theory. 
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